JOHN COTTINGHAM, Descartes' conversation with Burman, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1976, 8vo, pp. xl, 133, £6.50 . In 1648 the young Dutchman, Frans Burman (1628-1679), interviewed Descartes and questioned him closely on some of the vital issues of his philosophy. He raised more than eighty specific points and had prepared himself by selecting over seventy passages from the philosopher's writings. This unique encounter is of the greatest importance for the comprehension of Cartesian philosophy and it is surprising that the Conversation has never before appeared in English. Here Dr. Cottingham produces a comprehensive and detailed record of his own translation (pp. 3-51), with an excellent introduction and a lengthy commentary.
The works of Descartes they discussed were his Meditations, The principles of philosophy and The discourse on method. We usually think of Descartes as being very cautious and reticent, but the conversations recorded here reveal him to be quite open and uninhibited. However it must be remembered that the record presented here is by Burman, and its content must also be viewed with this in mind. Nevertheless many of Descartes' statements are new, or formulated differently from those in his written works, although they do not deviate from the Cartesian system as a whole. Most of the issues considered were non-theological for they involved the theory of knowledge, philosophy and mind, and philosophical psychology. This excellent book will be essential for all who study Cartesian philosophy.
